Lymphatic endothelial progenitor cells and vascular endothelial growth factor-C in spondyloarthritis and Crohn's disease: two overlapping diseases?
The role of the lymphatic system in the connection between spondyloarthritis (SpA) and Crohn's disease (CD) remains yet to be elucidated. The aim of the present study was to investigate the circulating levels of lymphatic endothelial progenitor cells (LEPCs) and vascular endothelial growth factor-C (VEGF-C) and their possible correlation with clinical parameters in SpA, SpA associated with CD (SC), and CD. Peripheral blood samples from SpA (n=36), SC (n=20) and CD (n=28) patients and 20 age- and sex-matched healthy controls were collected and used for quantification of circulating LEPCs and VEGF-C. LEPCs were identified by fluorescence-activated cell sorting using FITC-CD34, APC-CD133 and PE-VEGFR-3 antibodies. Serum levels of VEGF-C were measured by enzyme-linked immunosorbent assay. The possible correlations between disease duration (< or >10 years; < or >20 years) and clinical activity (BASDAI for SpA or CDAI for CD) and LEPC counts and VEGF-C levels were analysed. Circulating LEPC levels were significantly increased in SpA (p=0.0006) and SC (p=0.0058) patients compared with controls. In CD patients, LEPC counts negatively correlated with disease duration, with lower levels in longstanding disease (>20 years, p=0.018), but were not different from controls. No significant difference in VEGF-C levels was found in SpA, SC and CD compared with controls. Both LEPC and VEGF-C levels were independent of BASDAI and CDAI. On the basis of our observations, an active mobilisation of lymphatic endothelial cell precursors was observed only for spondylitis involvement.